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habbat Shalom: Please describe your
personal journey, existentially and intellectually/spiritually, in regards to
your confrontation with Christians
and with Muslims.
Irving Greenberg is
President of Jewish
Life Network/Steinhardt Foundation. JLN’s mission is to create
new institutions and initiatives to enrich the
inner life (religious, cultural, institutional)
of American Jewry. Rabbi Greenberg also
served as Chairman of the United States Holocaust Memorial Council from 2000-2002.
He has published articles on Jewish thought
and religion and on American Jewish history,
and has written extensively on the theory and
practice of pluralism and on the theology of
Jewish-Christian relations. His books include
The Jewish Way (Simon and Schuster, 1988),
Living in the Image of God: Jewish Teachings to
Perfect the World (Rowman and Littlefield,
1998), Theodore Roosevelt and Labor, 19001918 (Garland Publications, 1988) and For
the Sake of Heaven and Earth: The New Encounter between Judaism and Christianity ( Jewish Publication Society, 2004).

Rabbi Irving Greenberg: I was born and
raised in a family steeped in Jewish tradition. I
was in love and very happy with that life, and in
that world I had little contact with Christians or
Muslims. I studied and received rabbinic ordination, but was not planning to serve or practice in
the rabbinate. Professionally, I was serving as a
Professor of American History when in 1961 I
went to Israel to teach for one year as a visiting
Fulbright Professor. There I stumbled into the
issue of the Holocaust—that is to say, into the
emotional encounter with this horrifying catastrophe of mass murder and genocide. Devastated
personally, emotionally, and religiously because of
the cruelty with which the Jews were isolated and
abandoned by the powers of the world, I asked
how God could let it happen. I struggled with
great torment.
As I studied more I came to realize to what extent Christianity had demonized and ostracized
the Jews. Classic Christian theological teachings
from the Gospels to the Church Fathers taught
that the Jews had killed Christ, had failed to recognize the time of their visitation, were spiritu-
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ally blind in not accepting Christianity, and were
in dictatorships reads as if the country is wonfollowing a legalistic and dead religion which
derful and the government is great. But the ophad been replaced by a Christianity of love and
posite is true. Similarly, Christians had distorted
spirit. Over the course of history, these teachings
the prophetic criticism—a mark of Jewish high
turned more and more ugly, culminating in ideas
religious standards—into an indictment of the
such as that the Jews were well poisoners, killers
people who generated and sustained the prophets.
of Christian children and eaters of their blood,
When I joined the dialogue and met serious
baked into matzah. I believe that these evil myths
set up the Jews as objects of hatred. The Nazis
Christians, I discovered to my amazement that
many of them felt responsible and disturbed
exploited this culture to make the Jews objects of
murderous hatred. This history means that alabout what Christianity had done. They were
though Christianity as
determined to clean up
the religion and restore
a religion never called I have had much less contact with Muslims. During the last decade I have come the gospel of love that it
for or wanted to murwas meant to be.
der all the Jews, Chris- to believe that all three religions are Abratianity was responsible
hamic cousins and were intended by God
for the environment
I discovered when I spent
which facilitated the to work together for a better world.
time with them that they
Holocaust.
Shocked by this realization and worried about
the future, I decided to come back to America
to join the Jewish-Christian dialogue. Frankly,
my purpose was to inﬂuence Christians to stop
spreading prejudice and hostility to Judaism and
the Jewish people. I had a message for Christians:
“This is a gospel of love and you have twisted it
into a gospel justifying persecution and hatred.
What makes this even worse: you have turned
your religion into a gospel of hostility towards
the children of the family of Jesus, the founder
and the focus of the Christian religion.”
Many Christians were still systematically defaming and degrading the Jews. For example: take
the Hebrew prophets whom Christians over the
centuries misrepresented. Christians cited the
prophets’ criticism of the Jewish people as proof
of the Jews’ spiritual unfitness. However, reading
the prophets is like reading the free press. The
newspapers seem to describe a country that is
full of ﬂaws and injustice. By contrast, the press

were truly religious people. They lived inspiring
religious lives, and they had deeply spiritual, liturgical, and religious experiences. As I saw their
actions, I came to admire and appreciate their
religion. I began to change my opinion of the
Christian faith.
I gradually came to see that Christian religion
had many wonderful qualities. As I came to appreciate the faith more and more, I had to rethink my own understanding. I concluded that
even though Christianity and Judaism have important disagreements, they each have a legitimate, important, and constructive role to play in
preparing the world for the kingdom of God. As
a Jew, I recognized that Christianity had reached
billions of people and taught them about God,
God’s will, and God’s power of love and caring
for people. Gradually I came to a different attitude—not just criticizing and correcting Christianity but appreciating it. This led me to rethink
traditional Jewish attitudes and to develop a
positive theology of Christianity. I envisioned
a partnership between the two religions (with
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each in different roles) and I came to believe that
God had intended such a partnership in the first
place.

from thinking that they own God. No religion
owns God. The real goal is not that we should
be right and the other religionists be wrong, but
that together we should do God’s will and work
together for a better world.

The two religions should exist side by side. Christianity came not to supersede Judaism but to enable God to reach out to Gentiles. Christians
Shabbat Shalom: You have written an impormisread their own election as signaling the end
tant book on the Jewish-Christian encounter,
of Jewish faith. But actually, as Paul said in RoFor the Sake of Heaven and Earth, in which you
mans, Jewry received the promises and the covmake bold statements regarding the place of
enants. God is faithful to the divine word and
Christians in the “house of Israel.” You even go
does not retract promises.
so far as to call the ChrisChristians should be seen by Jews
It is an irrevocable calling
tians “a branch of Israel.”
as
joining
the
family
of
Abraham
that God has given to Jews.
Could you comment on
and
Israel.
Christianity came to add on
this, and clarify for the
to the divine outreach and it carried a message to
readers of Shabbat Shalom, who are Christians
be given to the Gentiles. In that way, Christianand Jews, what you mean in this reﬂection?
ity and Judaism work side by side. This is how I
came to see it.
Greenberg: The thesis of the book is that it was
God’s intention that Christianity be born inside
Shabbat Shalom: What about the Muslims?
of Judaism but then separate. The goal was to
bring the good news of God and the promises
Greenberg: I have had much less contact with
of redemption and salvation to the whole world
Muslims. During the last decade I have come
and particularly to the Gentiles. It was God’s into believe that all three religions are Abrahamic
tention that the two religions work side by side
cousins and were intended by God to work toas partners and in parallel outreach to humanity.
gether for a better world. The problem right
For two thousand years the divine pluralism was
now is that in the case of Christianity there are
thwarted, but this is one of those rare opportuimportant churches—the Catholic Church and
nities in history for a second chance. Therefore,
many Protestant Churches—which acknowlChristians should be seen by Jews as joining the
edge that it was not God’s intention to replace
family of Abraham and Israel. As Paul and others
Judaism. This creates a very powerful basis for
have suggested, Christians should be validated as
dialogue and for partnership. In the case of Isbecoming an associate branch, i.e., joining in the
lam, the regnant viewpoint is that Islam came to
Abrahamic family relationship. All human beings
replace both Christianity and Judaism. Therefore
are the children of Adam and Eve—but Christhe Jewish-Islam dialogue is not yet at the level of
tians are close cousins to the Jews. This is the
the Jewish-Christian dialogue. There is a lot of
thesis of the book. Thus I speak of Christians as
work ahead of us in all three faith communities
members (or a branch) of Israel. Jews and Chrisin order to finally establish the divinely intended
tians belong to the same family and are working
partnership and family connection between us. I
parallel to repair the world. Historically Chrismust stress that Jews too have to work on improvtians thought that although they represented a
ing their attitudes to other faiths—and to refrain
root grafted onto the original tree, they took over
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the entire tree. The original Jews were expelled
and lost their place in the family of God because
they did not accept Jesus. That tradition led to
these 2,000 years of enmity, hatred and fighting.
My own views are in response to a new attitude
on the part of Christians which enables Jews to
rethink their categories vis-à-vis Christians.
Shabbat Shalom: In your perspective, is there
also a place for Islam in the house of Israel?

is able to enter into different religious traditions
and covenants of commitment. God can call differing faiths to a partnership of love and justice
with God. Such an Islam, I think, should be and
is in fact a member of the family of Israel.
Shabbat Shalom: Is there a Jewish theology, or
at least a Jewish theological perspective about
Christianity and its relationship to Israel?

Greenberg: There already
Greenberg: In principle, Each faith community must acknowlhave been important atyes. All three faiths have edge that the other faith community
tempts at Jewish theological
a shared monotheistic is a member of the family. Each one’s
understandings of Christimessage of God’s care.
anity. However, I think we
claim to be a part of the family does are just at the beginning in
All three teach a message
of improving the world not require a rejection of another’s
developing a Jewish theoland perfecting it with place in the family.
ogy of Christianity. Amazrighteousness and justice.
ingly, after 2,000 years of a
However—I say this to Muslims and Christians
relationship of anger, rejection, and degradation,
alike—you cannot be a part of the family while at
the Christians have developed a positive theology
the same time saying, “I am going to kill or throw
of Jewish faith. This is one of the great moral/
out or expel my brother.” My conclusion is that
spiritual achievements of our time. This is a role
we are one family basically—but this recognition
model for the world; ultimately, I believe that all
requires a theological renewal. Each faith comreligions will have to learn about the other relimunity must acknowledge that the other faith
gions—to learn about their humanity, their decommunity is a member of the family. Each one’s
cency, and their dignity, and come to recognize
claim to be a part of the family does not require a
those religions that nurture human beings in the
rejection of another’s place in the family.
image of God.
I think the same model applies with Islam. In
principle, Islam originates with Abraham and his
children; it also accepts the basic messages that
are shared by Christianity and Judaism. However, Islam also claims not only to be part of the
family but that Muslims are the only legitimate
faith and the Koran is the final legitimate understanding that replaces the others. These views
remain a problem to negotiate. Muslim thinkers
must work at articulating the pluralism of God’s
love and God’s justice and the divine relationship
with the nations. By pluralism I mean that God

As the recognition of other religions grows, the
Jews also have to work on developing their theology of aﬃrmative pluralism. This theology would
allow that Christianity exists not just because of
its shared values with Jewish religion but as a religion that brings hundreds of millions of people
to God. Thus, Jewish thinking needs to aﬃrm
that Christianity is not an accident, not a mistake
or distortion of Jewish traditions, but the will of
God. This does not mean that there are no disagreements between us or that there are no false
religions. Pluralism is not a matter of thinking
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that all religions are the same and differences do
not matter. Rather we must recognize that God
loves in more than one way and cares for more
than one people—simultaneously.

has been enriched. In some cases the enrichment
is that there is a theme in my tradition which I
overlooked, but in the other’s tradition it is so
much emphasized that I rediscover it in my tradition. In some cases I differ from the other, but
in that difference I come to appreciate my own
religious emphasis.

I think that Jewish theology in regards to Christianity is just beginning to blossom. Other Jews
have worked on this topic. Most notably, in the
early twentieth century, Franz Rosenzweig dePotentially, a trialogue is even richer than a diaveloped a theology of Christianity, declaring it to
logue. The diﬃculty with a trialogue, however,
be a religion that goes out to the world whereas
involves the different stages at which the reliJudaism stays in the sanctuary with God. Persongions are found right now. Christianity, at least
ally, I do not agree with that division. I believe
some of the main branches, has been much more
that both religions should go out to the world
self-critical. The dominant drive in Christianity
and both religions should
is to correct and re-arIn an argument between two religions,
be in the sanctuary. Still,
ticulate the relationship
the third can step in and offer a differRosenzweig was a great
with Judaism after the
pioneer. Now the Jewish
Holocaust in a respectent context or insight or word of reconcommunity and various
ful way. At this moment,
ciliation.
Jewish thinkers are beMuslims are not at the
ginning to develop new and fresh thinking about
same level of readiness to acknowledge the full
Christianity. This is to be welcomed in the same
need for self-criticism. In the dominant view, Isway as we welcome Christians and others who
lam (and the Quran) is perfect. This view makes
are developing fresh thinking about Judaism.
dialogue more diﬃcult. Of course, people think
and speak on different levels even within one reShabbat Shalom: Generally the encounter
ligion or in different areas. For example, there is
involves a dual experience—Jews/Christians,
more trust built up in the dialogue between Jews
Jews/Muslims, or even Muslims/Christians.
and Christians in America than between Jews
We have rarely engaged in an encounter that
and Christians in Africa or Asia. Still, a higher
would involve the three monotheistic faiths. Do
level of trust has been achieved between Jews and
you think such a confrontation could be posChristians than between Jews and Muslims. The
sible and even fruitful?
Jewish-Muslim tensions in the relationship are
aggravated also by the conﬂict over Israel. ConGreenberg: I very much welcome the idea of
ﬂict is always an extra burden in dialogue. On the
the three religions communicating simultaneother hand, sometimes in an argument between
ously with each other. First of all each religion
two religions, the third can step in and offer a
has a different focus and can enrich (and learn
different context or insight or word of reconcilifrom) the others. The most valuable thing about
ation. So I believe trialogue would be definitely a
dialogue in my personal experience has been not
richer experience. Besides, Islam is too important
only discovering the humanity or dignity but also
a religion to be left out of the dialogue.
the vitality of other religions. As a result, my own
understanding and practice of my own religion
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